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Not merely was nothing done to Rhodes, who even remained a 1899-1902
member of the Privy Council, but in the debate on the Report, Age 47~50
Chamberlain went out of his way to present him with a certificate of
unstained personal character.
" As to one thing," he said, " I am perfectly convinced that while
the fault of Mr. Rhodes is about as great a fault as a politician or
a statesman can commit, there has been nothing proved—and in my
opinion there exists nothing—which affects Mr. Rhodes' personal
position as a man of honour," and he added that ce if a man goes
into a revolution "—as Rhodes had—" it follows as a matter of course
that he must deceive other people ! "
This deliberate exculpation by the speaker of a man who, as the
Report itself showed, had treated him atrociously, seemed inex-
plicable except on the assumption of some threat held over Chamber-
lain's head. It was even rumoured that " a member of the Rhodes
group had come to the House with copies of the missing telegrams
and prepared to read them, if Chamberlain's attitude had not proved
satisfactory." (Gardiner's Life of Harcourt, Vol. II, p. 436.)
Chamberlain had reserved his thunderbolt until Campbell-Banner-
man and Harcourt had spent their fire and could not intervene
again in the debate. But the failure of any member of the Opposi-
tion to step into the breach and prophesy that after this declaration
war in South Africa was inevitable, was in Asquith's often expressed
view the classic instance in the politics of his lifetime of a lost
Parliamentary opportunity.
in
Neither the consistency nor the wisdom of the Government's
proceedings immediately leading up to the outbreak of war finds
many defenders to-day. In March 1899 Mr. Chamberlain had stated
with some force the case against intervention. Kruger's conduct
towards the Outlanders, however perverse or unjust, was, as
Chamberlain insisted^ no breach either of the Convention of 1887
(which had given the Transvaal complete internal autonomy), or of
the comity of nations, and it had to be one or the other to justify
our active interference. From this view, however, he seems to have
been weaned by Sir Alfred Milner. In his famous dispatch of 5th
May the High Commissioner represented the grievances of the
Outlanders (whom he described as " helots ") as intolerable and the
failure of the British Government to procure their redress as rapidly
undermining British prestige in South Africa and breeding disaffec-
tion. The denial of the franchise, lie said, was the ferns ei origo mali*

